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The Name of the Ring;
Or, There and Back Again
J a n e t  B r e n n a n  C r o f t
" T h e  W h o le  o f  'M id d le - e a r th ' w a s  M o rg o th 's  R in g ” (M orgoth's R ing  
[MR] 400). W h a t d id  T olkien  m ean  by  th is so m ew h a t cryp tic  sta tem ent, 
w h ich  ap p ea rs  in  an  u n p u b lish e d  essay  titled  "N o tes o n  m otives in  The 
Silmarillion" an d  n o w h ere  else, an d  from  w h ich  th e  ten th  vo lum e of The History 
o f Middle-earth takes its title? T olkien  goes on  to  exp la in  th a t M o rg o th 's  pow er 
w as "d issem in a ted "  th ro u g h o u t M idd le -ea rth ; th a t it w as "n o w h ere  absen t" 
th o u g h  "n o w h ere  abso lu te ," an d  w as a p re req u isite  for u s in g  any  so rt of m a tte r 
to w ard s  an evil m ag ical end . If A rd a  is M o rg o th 's  R ing, w ith  h is  p o w er in fu sing  
th e  w ho le  w o rld , an d  S au ro n 's  "re la tive ly  sm aller" p o w er is, in  com parison , 
"concen tra ted"  in  th e  R ing  of h is  o w n  m ak in g  (M R  400), w h a t m ig h t th is im p ly  
if w e fo llow  th is th re a d  to  th e  tan g led  k n o t a t its end?
In  M idd le -ea rth , it seem s th a t evil su ffers a s tead y  decline from  the 
cosm ic to  th e  p e tty  over th e  course of " th e  long  defeat" of A rda , in  th e  sam e w ay  
th a t V erlyn F lieger dem o n stra te s  th a t L igh t in  th e  leg en d a riu m  ap p ears  in  
"p rog ressive ly  lessen ing  in tensities [, e]ach ligh t [...] d im m er th a n  the one 
before  it, sp lin te red  b y  T o lk ien 's  sub-crea to rs" (Splintered Light, 60). Taking a cue 
from  B.S.W. B arootes 's essay  on  th e  decline of th e  p o w er of lan g u ag e  th ro u g h  
th e  ages of A rda , th is  p a p e r  w ill u se  te rm s describ ing  phases of lan g u ag e  from  
N o rth ro p  F ry e 's  The Great Code— metaphoric, metonymic, demotic, a n d  ricorso—to  
exam ine th e  p a th  of th e  R in g /ev il/p o w er/n am in g  com plex th ro u g h  its ex tended  
d im in u tio n  as th e  R ing  m oves from  m yth ic-level m etap h o r, th ro u g h  m agic, to 
d eg rad a tio n  a n d  d e s tru c tio n —from  M o rg o th 's  R ing  of all A rda, th ro u g h  
S au ro n 's  R u ling  R ing, to  S a ru m an 's  pa le  im ita tion  of Sauron, a n d  finally  to 
G o llum 's  sad  strugg le  for m ere  subsistence. T he ho b b it R in g b ea re rs—Bilbo, 
F rodo, an d  S am —form  a coda to  th e  R ing 's  d im in ishm en t, deflecting  the 
a ttem p ted  ricorso o r re tu rn  to  th e  s ta rt of th e  r in g -sh ap ed  cycle, an d  b rin g in g  
ab o u t th e  R in g 's  destruction .
W ords an d  lan g u ag e  are a t th e  very  h e a rt of T o lk ien 's  legendarium , 
an d  as T o lk ien 's  fellow  Ink lin g  O w en  B arfield p u ts  it in  History in English Words, 
lan g u ag e  "reveals th e  evo lu tion  of consciousness" (14). F lieger exp la ins in  
Splintered Light th a t B arfield 's " th eo ry  of th e  anc ien t sem antic  u n ity "  (39) of 
lite ra l an d  m e tap h o ric  u ses  of w ords, of th e  " in te rd ep en d en ce  of m y th  an d
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lan g u ag e"  (xxi), w as an  im m ense  in fluence on  T o lk ien 's  th o u g h ts  ab o u t the 
ev o lu tion  of lan g u ag e  an d  u n d e rp in  th e  deve lo p m en t of b o th  lan g u ag e  an d  
racial h is to ry  in  h is  legendarium . N am es are  a pa rticu la rly  po w erfu l class of 
w ords, an d  n am in g  is, in  M idd le -ea rth , a co rresp o n d in g ly  p o w erfu l linguistic  
act. To give ourse lves a basic  fram ew o rk  to  exam ine th e  re la tion  of evil and  
n a m in g  as a specific u se  of lan g u ag e  in A rda, le t 's  firs t explore  F ry e 's  linguistic  
m odel.
Fr y e ' s  M o d e l
N o rth ro p  F ry e 's  classification of sto ry  types in  Anatom y o f Criticism  
[AC] h a s  freq u en tly  b een  u se d  in  T olkien  scholarsh ip . 1 F rye o rgan izes lite ra ry  
fo rm s in  a cycle: m y th , rom ance, h ig h  m em etic, low  m im etic, a n d  ironic, 
re tu rn in g  to  m y th  again , b ased  p rim arily  on  th e  ty p es  of characters in  the story, 
th e ir re la tion  to  u s  as readers, a n d  th e ir "p o w er of action, w h ich  m a y  be g rea te r 
th a n  ours , less, o r ro u g h ly  th e  sam e" (33).
In  The Great Code: The Bible and Literature [GC], F rye b o rro w s a schem a 
from  G iam battista  Vico th a t closely para lle ls  th is  cycle of lite ra ry  form s, and  
app lies it to h o w  lan g u ag e  evolves (5). T his sequence n ea tly  echoes w h a t 
B arfield  called  th e  "vast, age-long  m e tam o rp h o sis  from  th e  k in d  of ou tlook  
w h ich  w e loosely describe as 'm y th o lo g ica l' to  th e  k in d  w e m ay  describe equally  
loosely  as 'in te llec tu a l th o u g h t'"  (84). T he te rm s F rye u ses for th e  p h ases  of 
lan g u ag e  deve lo p m en t are  metaphoric, metonymic, a n d  demotic; a fo u rth  term , 
ricorso, m a rk s  a re tu rn  to  the  beg inn ing . In  brief, m e tap h o ric  lan g u ag e  is m y th ic  
an d  poetic; m eto n y m ic  is allegorical a n d  analogical; dem otic  is descrip tive  and  
scientific (5); w e w ill exam ine these  te rm s in  m o re  deta il below , an d  th en  ap p ly  
th em  to T o lk ien 's  legendarium .
In  th e  metaphoric phase , "sub ject an d  object a re  lin k ed  b y  a com m on 
p o w er o r energy" an d  th ere  is little  d is tinc tion  be tw een  them ; th ere  is "p o ten tia l 
m ag ic  in  an y  u se  of w o rd s"  (GC 6). T his is th e  phase  of spells, boasts, oaths, an d  
n am e  m agic; "[a]ll w o rd s  in  th is p h ase  of language  are concrete" (6). This 
id en tity  of w o rd  an d  th ing , w o rd  an d  w ill, m a y  be exp ressed  m o s t s im ply  as 
" th is  is th a t"  (7). "L et these  th in g s Be," sa id  Iluvatar, a n d  th e  w o rd  of creation, 
Ea, an d  the  n am e  of th e  W o rld  th a t Is a re  one an d  th e  sam e (Silmarillion [Silm.] 
20). B arfield observed  th a t " th e  fa r th e r back  lan g u ag e  as a w ho le  is traced , the 
m o re  poetical an d  an im a ted  do  its sources ap p ear, u n til a t last it seem s to 
d isso lve in to  a k in d  of m is t of m y th "  (83-84). "[E ]very th ing  is p o ten tia lly  
iden tica l w ith  ev e ry th in g  else" (AC 136). T he w o rld  is "p e rfo rm ed  b y  language ,"
1 See Hirsch, Burdge and Burke, Shippey, and m y own War and the Works of J.R.R. Tolkien. 
Additionally, Paul Fussell makes extensive use of this classification scheme in The Great 
War and Modern Memory.
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as E rnst C assirer p u t it; lan g u ag e  is th e  "crea to r of p h en o m en a "  (Flieger, "The 
M ind , the T ongue, an d  th e  Tale" 243).
In  th e  metonymic phase , "abstrac tion  becom es possib le"  as "subject an d  
object a re  becom ing  m ore  consisten tly  sep a ra ted "  (GC 7). "T his is p u t for that": 
lan g u ag e  becom es "a  verbal im ita tion  of a rea lity  b ey o n d  itself" (8) ra th e r th an  
a g enera to r of reality . I t becom es prose, ty p ified  b y  dialectic a n d  logic an d  
analogy: if th is, th en  tha t. A s B arfield  m ig h t characterize  th is phase , "m an  w as 
no t yet felt, e ither physica lly  o r psychically , to  be  iso la ted  fro m  h is  su rro u n d in g s  
in  th e  w ay  th a t h e  is to d ay "  (136). W o rd s can "w o rk  spells of b u ild in g  a n d  of 
razing , of d isgu ise  an d  of re lease" (Barootes 115). N am es can be  "perfom ative ,"  
like th e  nam es Bilbo g ives h im se lf in  h is  r id d lin g  gam e w ith  Sm aug: w eb-cu tter, 
B arrel-rider, clue-finder, L uckw earer: w h a t h e  does, ra th e r th a n  w h a t h e  is 
(Flieger, "M ind" 246).
W e w o u ld  n o t be  far off in  th in k in g  of th e  demotic p h ase  of lan g u ag e  as 
a p ro d u c t of th e  R enaissance, R eform ation, an d  scientific rev o lu tion  (GC 13), at 
least in  so fa r as it becom es cu ltu ra lly  d o m in an t over th e  o th er fo rm s — as the 
te rm  demotic (from  th e  G reek  δnμος, people) im plies, it h a s  a lw ays b een  u se d  at 
a basic, concrete, ev e ry d ay  level. Subject an d  object a re  clearly  separa ted ; w o rd s 
becom e "p rim arily  descrip tive  of an  objective n a tu ra l o rd e r"  (13). T here  is a 
"d is tinc tion"  be tw een  " th in g s th a t ap p ea r"  an d  " th a t w h ich  m akes th ings 
ap p ea r"  (Flieger, Splintered 46). "[A ]stro logy  h a s  changed  to  astronom y; 
a lchem y to chem istry" (Barfield 138), a n d  m a n  com es to  see h im se lf "p u re ly  as 
a so lid  object s itu a ted  am o n g  solid  objects" (140), an d  is "conscious of h im self 
[as an] observer"  (167). "A verbal s tru c tu re  is set u p  b eside  w h a t it describes, 
an d  is called  't r u e ' if it seem s to  p ro v id e  a sa tisfactory  co rrespondence  to  it. [...] 
[A] tru e  verbal stru c tu re  is one th a t is like w h a t it describes" (GC 13). T his phase, 
then , is descrip tive; " th e  th in g  evokes th e  w o rd "  (15), an d  " th e  w o rd  h as no  
p o w er to  be a n y th in g  b u t a w o rd "  (19). W e can see exam ples of th e  p rocess of 
th e  "d im in ish m en t"  of th e  p o w er of language  in  T reeb ea rd 's  long  and  
m etonym ic  sto ry -nam e for h is h o m e (a-lalla-laUa-rumba-kamanda-lind-or-burúm ë) 
red u ced  to  P ip p in 's  short, classificatory suggestion  of "hill," o r th e  fad in g  
p rog ression  from  Laurelinórenan to  Lóthlorien to  Lórien in d ica tin g  th e  la n d 's  
" reg ressively  reced ing  re la tio n sh ip  to T im e a n d  C hange" (Flieger, "M ind" 247­
248).
Ricorso, finally , is a re tu rn  to  th e  beg inn ing , a re s ta rtin g  of th e  cycle. 
F rye uses E inste in 's  fam ous th eo ry  as a m ark e r th a t p o in ts  in  th is d irection; w ith  
th e  "n e w  rea liza tion  th a t m a tte r  [is] an  illu sion  of energy ," w e beg in  to  lose th a t 
"clear separa tion  of subject a n d  object" essen tia l to  the  dem otic  p h ase  an d  find  
science lead in g  u s  back  to th e  m y th ica l an d  to  th e  necessity  of m e tap h o r for true  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  (GC 14-15). B arfield no tes a p ara lle l tre n d  in  lite ra tu re  an d  a rt 
w h e re  te rm s like romantic, enthusiastic, extravagant, u se d  in  th e  A ge of R eason  to
Mythlore 35.2, Spring/Summer 2017 83
Janet Brennan Croft
d isp a rag e  th a t w h ich  w as o u ts id e  of th e  rea lm  of reason  (204-205), s ta rted  being  
u se d  w ith  "an  u n d e rto n e  of re lu c tan t ap p ro v a l"  (206) an d  ev en tu a lly  w ere 
o u tr ig h t em braced  b y  th e  R om antic  an d  G othic m o v em en ts  (207), w ith  the 
im ag inative  sensib ility  fu lly  reh ab ilita ted  as "creative in  the  fu ll re lig ious sense 
of th e  w o rd "  (213).
A  concept from  T o lk ien 's  "O n  Fairy-S tories" can p ro v id e  a b it of 
n e e d e d  n u an ce  here . T olkien  refers to  Recovery as an  essen tia l function  of the 
fairy -sto ry , as th e  " reg a in in g  of a clear v iew " of objects as " th in g s  ap a rt from  
ourselves." Yet h e  is n o t re fe rrin g  h e re  to  u s in g  lan g u ag e  in  a dem otic  sense to 
scientifically  describe th in g s th a t a re  to ta lly  sep a ra te  from  o u r ow n  bo d ies  an d  
in n e r life, b u t to  d ra w  us back  to  deeper, m etap h o rica l m ean in g s a t th e  h e a rt of 
these  th ings, w h ere  language  once again  creates p h e n o m e n a —to see the 
m etap h o rica l P egasus en nob ling  the  ev e ry d ay  horse, th e  T rees of th e  Sun an d  
M oon in h e ren t in  ev e ry d ay  trees. T he ricorso, th e  re - tu rn in g  from  demotic to  
metaphoric language , w ill "o p en  yo u r h o a rd  a n d  le t all th e  locked th ings fly aw ay  
like cage-birds, [...] an d  you  w ill be w a rn ed  th a t all you  h a d  (or knew ) w as 
d an g ero u s  an d  po ten t, n o t rea lly  effectively chained, free an d  w ild "  (OFS 67­
68).
M o r g o t h  a n d  M e t a p h o r
H o w  does A rd a  becom e M o rg o th 's  R ing? T h ro u g h  an  act of nam ing . 
Shortly  after th e  V alar "en te red  in to" th e  n ew ly -crea ted  Eä, M orgo th , w h o  w as 
th en  still k now n  as M elkor, an n o u n ced  to th em  "T his shall be m y  o w n  k ingdom ; 
an d  I n am e  it u n to  m yself!" (Silm. 20-21). T h w arted  b y  h is  "d es ire  to  im itate  
Ilú va ta r a n d  [...] claim  th e  u ltim a te  p re ro g a tiv e  of E ru, w h ich  is the  capacity  to 
create" (H ead  141), M elkor tu rn s  in s tead  to  a desire  to possess a n d  u ltim a te ly  
d estro y  th e  m a tte r  of Eä . "H e  beg an  w ith  th e  d esire  of L ight, b u t w h en  h e  could  
n o t possess it for h im se lf alone, h e  descen d ed  th ro u g h  fire a n d  w ra th  in to  a g rea t 
b u rn in g , d o w n  in to  D arkness" (Silm. 31). A s T olkien  fu rth e r exp la ins in  the 
u n p u b lish e d  "N o te  on  m otives ,"  "[t]o  gain  dom in a tio n  over A rda , M orgo th  h a d  
to  le t m o s t of h is  p o w er p ass  in to  th e  physical constituen ts of th e  E arth " (394, 
em p h as is  in  o rig inal). G ergely  N ag y  in te rp re ts  th is  b y  say ing  th a t M orgo th  
"desire[ed] to  p ro d u ce  [his] ow n  m ean ing , n o t ju s t in te rp re ta tio n s  of Ilú v a ta r 's ,"  
th o u g h  "th is is an  im possib ility": in  o rd e r to  a ttem p t th is, h e  m u s t "becom e 
invo lved  corporeally, an d  in ten d  to  affect th e  bodies of o thers"  (122, em p h asis  in  
original).
T his lingu istic  act of n a m in g  is ex trao rd in a rily  m etapho ric , for as 
M orgo th  nam es A rd a  to h im self, it becom es b o th  a physica l ex tension  of h is  o w n  
pow er, an d  in sep a rab ly  a p a r t of h im self. N o te  h o w  p u re  an d  u n a d o rn e d  th e  act 
i s —n o  spells, no  com plica ted  fo rm ulae , s im p ly  "I nam e  it u n to  m yself."  M elkor 
says it is his, an d  so it is. L ater in  th e  essay, T olkien  exp la ins th a t M orgo th
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"a tte m p te d  to  id en tify  h im self w ith  [A rda]" (M R  399) in  o rd e r to  contro l the 
"physica l m a tte r"  of th e  w o rld . "M elkor 'in c a rn a te d ' h im self (as M orgoth) 
p e rm an en tly "  — an d  th u s  in ca rn a ted  h im self as p a r t of th e  physica l w orld , 
becom ing  iden tica l w ith  it th ro u g h  a m etap h o rica lly  pow erfu l speech  act. "T his 
is tha t,"  as Frye describes th e  action of m etap h o ric  language . T olkien  continues:
Thus, outside the Blessed Realm, all 'm atter ' w as likely to have a 'M elkor 
ingredient', and  those w ho had  bodies [...] h ad  as it w ere a tendency, 
sm all or great, tow ards Melkor: they w ere none of them  w holly free of 
h im  in  their incarnate form  [...].
[ . ]  in  this w ay M elkor lost (or exchanged, or transm uted) the greater 
p a rt of his original 'angelic ' pow ers, of m ind  and  spirit, w hile gaining a 
terrible grip up o n  the physical w orld. [...] M orgoth 's vast pow er w as 
disseminated. (MR  400, em phasis in  original)
W hile  th is is m ate ria l p e rh ap s  nev er m ean t for pub lica tion , it is 
su p p o r te d  b y  th e  m o re  p o lish ed  stories in c lu d ed  in  The Silmarillion. T his 
iden tifica tion  w ith  m a tte r  is w h y  M orgo th  m u s t be  com batted  physically , an d  
w h y  h is  p o w er can never be com plete ly  e rad ica ted  w hile  th e  m a tte r of A rd a  
exists. A s M orgo th  sta tes in  The Children o f H ú rin, "T he sh ad o w  of m y  p u rp o se  
lies u p o n  A rd a"  (64). T he d raw back  of th is iden tifica tion  w ith  m atte r , how ever, 
is p ro found ; as C h ris to p h er T olkien  exp la ins in  the  In tro d u c tio n  to  The Children 
o f H úrin ,
[B]eing incarnate, M orgoth w as afraid. M y father w rote of him: 'As he 
grew  in malice, and sent forth  from  him self the evil tha t he conceived in  
lies and creatures of w ickedness, his pow er passed into them  and  was 
dispersed, and he him self becam e ever m ore earth-bound, unw illing  to 
issue forth  from  his dark  strongholds.' (Narn I Chîn H úrin: The Tale of the 
Children of H úrin [CoH] 15; the quotation  is from  Silm. 101)
T hus, even  th o u g h  h e  is a Vala, h e  can be physica lly  challenged  an d  defeated: 
w o u n d e d  a n d  m a d e  p e rm an en tly  lam e by  F ingo lfin 's  final b low , or en spe lled  
an d  m ad e  senseless b y  L u th ien 's  song  (CoH  16). H is  h a n d s  can be  b u rn e d  black, 
an d  h is  iron  crow n  becom e a w eary  w eig h t (Silm. 81).
M o rg o th 's  ow n  nam e h is to ry  h a s  a m e tap h o ric  com ponen t. H is 
o rig inal nam e, M elkor, m ean s  "H e  W ho  A rises in M ight,"  b u t T olkien  describes 
M elkor as h a v in g  "fo rfe ited" th e  r ig h t to  h is  o rig inal n am e  (Silm. 31). H e  w as 
ren am ed  b y  Fëanor, th e  m o s t pow erfu l of th e  N o ld o rian  Elves, a fter M elkor and  
U n g o lian t d estro y ed  th e  Tw o T rees of V alinor a n d  stole th e  Silm arils, th ree  
jew els created  b y  Fëano r w h ich  con ta ined  lig h t from  th e  trees. At th e  m o m en t 
th e  theft w as know n,
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Feanor rose, and  lifting up  his hand  before M anw ë [the chief of the Valar ] 
he cursed Melkor, nam ing him  Morgoth, the Black Foe of the World; and 
by tha t nam e only w as he know n to the Eldar ever after. (Silm. 79)
T he N o ld o rian  elves, a t a tim e w h en  lan g u ag e  still h o ld s  its m etap h o ric  pow er, 
u se  n a m in g  to  redefine  M elkor in  re la tion  to  them selves an d  to  A rd a  (Croft, 
"N am in g "  153). H is  exile " th ro u g h  th e  D oor of N ig h t an d  b ey o n d  th e  W alls of 
th e  W orld" (Silm. 254) can itself be read  as a m e tap h o r for th e  w ay  th e  p o w er of 
m etap h o ric  lan g u ag e  an d  n am in g  w anes in  A rda; rem o v ed  from  h is  physica l 
connection  to  a n d  iden tifica tion  w ith  the  m a te ria l w orld , h is  m etapho ric , " th is  
is th a t"  p o w er loses its im m ed iacy  an d  is rep laced  b y  th e  m etonym ic.
Sa u r o n  a n d  M e t o n y m
S au ro n 's  R ing, in  con trast to  M orgo th 's , rep resen ts  a concen tra tion  of 
p o w er in to  an  object sep a ra te  from , an d  significantly , separable from , its creator. 
In  the  m etonym ic  phase , w o rd  becom es increasing ly  separa te  from  concept, 
th o u g h  still linked: "T his is p u t for th a t" ; thus, "O n e  R ing  to  ru le  th em  all" ra th e r 
th a n  "I n am e it u n to  m yself."  T he R ing  can be  lost, taken , o r stolen; it can  be 
sep a ra ted  from  its c reato r in  a w ay  th a t M o rg o th 's  R ing  cannot. Its p o w er does 
n o t d ep en d  on  its creator, th o u g h  its p o w er is a t its g rea te st w h en  h e  w ie ld s  it, 
an d  in  fact h e  "is w e d d e d  to  a physica l rea lity" if h e  is to  be  able to  use  its p o w er 
(K isor 20). H e  canno t even  be  su re  exactly  w h ere  it is u n til F rodo  p u ts  it on 
alm ost in  h is  d irec t line of sight: "T he D ark  L o rd  w as su d d en ly  aw are  of h im , 
an d  h is Eye p ierc ing  all sh ad o w s looked  across th e  p la in  to  th e  door th a t he  h a d  
m ad e"  (The Lord o f the Rings [LotR] VI.3.946).
H o w  is S au ro n 's  R ing  m ade?  H e  creates an  object a n d  em pow ers it 
th ro u g h  an  act of nam ing , le ttin g  m u ch  b u t n o t all of h is p o w er pass  in to  it. The 
R ing  verse, th e  spell in to n ed  w h en  th e  R ing  is g iven  its p o w er a n d  en g rav ed  on 
th e  object itself, trea ts  th e  w o rd s  "O n e  R ing" as a p ro p e r nam e, sta tes the 
p u rp o se  for w h ich  it w as m ade, an d  n am es it th e  m as te r of all th e  o th er rings. 
"O u t of the Black Years cam e th e  w o rd s  th a t th e  Sm iths of E reg ion  hea rd , an d  
k n ew  th a t th ey  h a d  b een  b e tray ed "  (LotR  II.2.254):
Three Rings for the Elven-kings under the sky,
Seven for the Dwarf-lords in their halls of stone,
Nine for Mortal Men doomed to die,
One for the Dark Lord on his dark throne 
In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.
One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find  them,
One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them 
In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie. (LotR frontispiece)
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T he lingu istic  p h ase  of th is spell is m etonym ic: it logically  ra th e r th an  poetically  
sta tes its a rgum en t. F rye p o in ts  o u t th a t verbal m ag ic  in  th is p h ase  "aris[es] from  
a sense of an  en erg y  com m on to w o rd s  a n d  th ings, th o u g h  em b o d ied  and  
con tro lled  in  w o rd s" ; w e can see th a t th e  R ing verse  d ep en d s  on  "a  quasi-m agic 
in h e ren t in  sequence  or linear o rd e rin g "  (GC 11). T he R ings to  be  ru le d  are 
p rec ise ly  item ized , in  th e  ancien t a n d  m e tap h o ric  lo re-verse  form , an d  w h a t the 
O ne R ing w ill do  in  ru lin g  th em  is c learly  described  in  m ore  active a n d  m o d e rn  
iam bic p e n ta m e te r .2
N ote  th a t th is concen tra tion  of p o w er in to  an  object m ean s  th e re  is not 
a S auron-e lem en t in  all m atter, n o t even  h is orcs. T he orcs h ave  th e  freedom  to 
con tem pla te  a life separa te  from  th e ir m aster: "W h at d 'y o u  sa y ? —if w e g e t a 
chance, you  a n d  m e'll slip  off a n d  set u p  som ew here  on  o u r o w n  w ith  a few  
tru s ty  lads, som ew here  w h ere  th e re 's  good  loo t n ice a n d  h a n d y , an d  n o  b ig  
bosses" says G orbag  to  S hagra t (LotR  IV.10.738). B ut because  S auron  " in h e rited  
th e  'c o rru p tio n ' of A rd a"  (M R  395), h e  a lready  h a d  M o rg o th 's  base  to  b u ild  on, 
th a t b it of M o rg o th  in  all m a tte r  (M R  400).
A s T olkien  e labo ra ted  in  h is  notes, S au ro n 's  m otive  for seek ing  pow er 
is on  a low er level th a n  th e  m etaphoric ; M orgo th  rep re sen ted  "sh eer n ih ilism ," 
h a tre d  of a n y th in g  o u ts id e  h im self; b u t S auron  " d id  n o t object to th e  existence 
of th e  w o rld , so lo n g  as he  could  do  w h a t h e  liked  w ith  it" (M R  396). H is  desire  
w as for dom ination , n o t ann ih ila tion . T he m etonym ic  separa tion  of object an d  
subject is ev id en t h e re  as well: S auron  w an ts  subjects, o th e r be ings u n d e r  h is 
control, a n d  in  o rd e r to  d o m in a te  them , they  m u s t be  separa te  from  h im .
In  this, T olkien  suggests, S auron  w as "w iser th an  M elkor-M orgo th" 
(M R  395). M elko r's  p o w er w as in  a w ay  im p o ten t (396); it w as stro n g est "in  the 
physica l beg in n in g s of th e  W orld" (395) b u t "h is  on ly  n o tion  of d ea lin g  w ith  
[o ther w ills a n d  in telligences] w as by  physica l force" (395) a n d  h is  on ly  desire  
w as th e ir destruction . Im p lied  h e re  is th e  fact th a t w h ile  all m a tte r  h e ld  a 
"M elkor in g red ien t"  it also therefo re  h a d  to  in c lude  w h a t w e m ig h t call an  Eru 
elem ent, in  th a t th e  V alar a n d  th e  in h ab itan ts  of A rd a  cou ld  find  som eth ing  even 
in  m a tte r  co rru p ted  by  M elkor or S auron  to  hea l o r m ak e  beautifu l. A n d  even  
w h ere  th a t w as n o t possib le, th e  m a tte r  itself still ex isted . M elkor could  n ev er 
en tire ly  w in ; ne ith e r could  h e  ever be  en tire ly  defeated . M etapho ric  m agic  
w orks bo th  w ays; M elkor p u t h is  p o w er in to  m atte r, an d  m a tte r h a d  p o w er over 
h im ; destro y in g  all m a tte r w o u ld  m ean  d estro y in g  him self. THIS  is, indeed , 
THAT.
2 My thanks to Corey Olson for pointing out the two very distinct verse-forms in  the Ring 
rhyme when this paper was read at MidMoot 3. Wodzak and Holtz Wodzak note that 
"very few incantations, other than the doggerel of Tom Bombadil, seem to be uttered in 
any of the stories" (137), listing instead the many spells that seem to be cast by a powerful 
character's eyes, but this is certainly one of the most obvious linguistic spells.
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Sauron, as T olk ien  po in ts  ou t, "n ev er reached  th is stage of n ih ilistic  
m ad n ess"  (M R  396), in  large p a r t th ro u g h  h o ld in g  h im se lf apart, in  m etonym ic  
fashion, from  w h a t h e  so u g h t to  dom ina te . W hile th is w as w iser in  a w ay, 
T olkien  does re ite ra te  th a t h e  w as "evil, an d  there fo re  s tu p id "  (397). S eparation  
of h is  p o w er in to  a physica lly  em b o d ied  o u ts id e  object, as w e h av e  seen, m ean t 
th a t it was separa te  from  h im  an d  there fo re  separab le , paralle l to  w h a t h e  sough t 
to  dom inate . B ut th ro u g h  th e  m etonym ic  link, th ro u g h  " th is  is p u t  for tha t,"  the 
d es truc tion  of th e  R ing  still m e a n t th e  d estruc tion  of h is  pow er; as N agy  
observes, in  a w ay  " th e  R ing functions as S au ro n 's  b o d y "  (129), a n d  h is  ab ility  
to  m an ifest physically , as w ell as th e  m ean s of d es tro y in g  h im , are  b o u n d  u p  in  
th e  m etonym ic  object he  h a s  crea ted  as separa te  from  him self.
N am in g  p a tte rn s  associated  w ith  S auron  also exh ib it characteristics of 
th e  m etonym ic  phase . In  keep in g  w ith  the  g ro w in g  b u t n o t com plete  separa tion  
of subject an d  object, M en a n d  H obb its  in  p a rticu la r exhib it a p a tte rn  of nam e- 
avo idance  w h en  re fe rrin g  to  S auron  (Croft, "N am in g "  154), in s tead  calling  h im  
The Dark Lord o r The Enemy. T hese evasions h a rk  back  to  th e  m etap h o ric  phase, 
in  w h ich  th e  nam e  an d  the th in g  n a m e d  are  in  essence equivalen t, a n d  u s in g  the 
tru e  n am e  sum m ons the n am ed  b e in g —"th is  is th a t" ; b u t in  u s in g  an  avoidance 
nam e, a " th is  is p u t for tha t,"  th e  u se r  m etonym ically  relies on  a separa tion  of 
th e  n am e  from  th e  e ssen ce—h o p in g  th a t u s in g  the  avo idance-nam e w ill not 
su m m o n  the  b e in g  re fe rred  to. 3
T h e  D e m o t i c : Sa r u m a n  a n d  G o l l u m
D em otic speech  is descrip tive  an d  scientific. Its essence lies in  h o w  
close it h ew s to  rea lity  a n d  tr u th —"th e  th in g  evokes th e  w o rd "  (GC 15). A  central 
concern  is "[t]he p rob lem  of illu sion  a n d  rea lity" (14), the ten s ion  be tw een  
m etap h o rica l speech  elem en ts o r th o u g h t p a tte rn s  a n d  objective reality ; for
3 Like Melkor, Sauron had an original name which was changed when he turned to evil: 
Mairon, meaning Admirable. However, this name change is not treated as an essential part 
of his story anywhere in  the Silmarillion or History of Middle-earth, appearing only in the 
notes collected in Words, Phrases, and Passages in Various Tongues in The Lord of the Rings 
(183, 201), though there is the statement by Aragorn in  The Two Towers that Sauron does 
not "use his right name, nor permit it to be spelt or spoken" (LotR III.1.416). Like 
Voldemort in the Harry Potter books, Sauron metaphorically denies his prior name and 
existence, burying it under his new name —though it could be argued that Voldemort does 
this at a more metonymic level, as his new name is merely an anagrammatic gloss on his 
birth name (Croft, "Naming" 158). Still, name-avoidance by those who refer to Sauron is 
treated as far more important to the tale than his name change, particularly w hen we take 
into consideration Gergely Nagy's observation that "Ilú vatar, Morgoth, Sauron and the 
rest of them are mainly narrated through others"—the "fictional authors, translators, 
[and] compilers" who tell the tales (120) and decide what they think is essential to pass on 
to the audience.
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exam ple, th e  sh o rth an d  m e tap h o r "su n se t"  s tan d s  in  for the  acciden t of o u r 
perspective  on  th e  position  of th e  sun  re lative to  th e  ro ta tion  of the  earth , a m ore  
scientific a n d  objective w ay  of look ing  a t it.4
S aru m an 's  speech  hab its  p a rticu la rly  em b o d y  a fa ilu re  to nego tia te  th is 
g ap  b e tw een  illu sion  a n d  dem otic  reality . E nsnared  b y  h is obsession w ith  a 
b e in g  of m etonym ic  pow er, in  a G ira rd ian  case of " im ita tive  d es ire"5 h e  tries to 
rep lica te  S au ro n 's  success in  "p u ttin g  th is for tha t."  B ut dem otic  language , the 
political lan g u ag e  of "com prom ise  an d  calculation ," as T om  S h ippey  calls it (75), 
h a s  n o  m agic in  it. T olkien  m a d e  it clear th a t "S a ru m an 's  voice w as n o t hypno tic  
b u t persuasive ,"  th a t h is u se  of rhe to ric  w as an  a ttem p t to "[corrup t] the 
reaso n in g  pow ers"  an d  th a t h e  could  be  coun te red  "by free will and reason" 
(Letters 276-77, em p h asis  in  orig inal; see also R uud). In  th e  chap te r "T he Voice 
of S arum an ,"  th e  w iz a rd 's  a ttem p t to  p e rsu a d e  T heoden  to  h is  position  fails 
u tte rly  because  h is  assertions do  n o t m atch  reality ; h is  lies revealed , h is voice 
becom es "sh rill an d  cold," h e  sneers an d  m ocks, a n d  finally  "craw l[s] aw ay" 
(LotR  III.10.582-83).
S aru m an  also reveals a para lle l be tw een  F rye 's  dem otic  p h ase  of 
lan g u ag e  a n d  iron ic  p h ase  of story; w h ile  in  o rig in  a sem i-d iv ine  character w ho  
sh o u ld  be a t h o m e in  m y th , an d  em b o d ied  in  a physica l fo rm  th a t sh o u ld  a t least 
p lace h im  a t th e  rom ance level, h is  inab ility  to  deal ap p ro p ria te ly  w ith  the 
dem otic  an d  its bu ilt- in  p reference  for tru e  w o rd s  m ak es h im  "in ferio r in  p o w er 
o r intelligence," a t least to h is  o w n  conception  of h im self, an d  th u s  p laces h im  
firm ly  a t th e  iron ic  level (AC  34). S aru m an  claim s th e  title  of R ing-m aker, in 
im ita tion  of S auron  a n d  o u t of h is  jea lousy  over G an d a lf 's  possession  of N arya  
(Unfinished Tales 389-90, 392); th o u g h  G an d a lf sees a rin g  on  S a ru m an 's  finger 
(LotR  II.2.258), w e do  n o t lea rn  its n am e or its pow ers, fin d  o u t h o w  or w h en  it 
w as forged, o r see it in  action. It seem s pow erless. The R ing  of Isen g ard  itself, 
im press ive  th o u g h  it m a y  be, is a tin y  th in g  in  com parison  to  M o rg o th 's  R ing  of 
A rd a  or even  the  rin g  of m o u n ta in s  su rro u n d in g  M ordor. H e  fails even  a t self­
n am ing ; h e  m ay  call h im self "S a ru m an  R ing-m aker, S aru m an  of M any  
C olours!" (LotR  II.2.259), b u t n o  one else ever does (Croft, "N am in g "  156) 
because  th e  n am es h ave  little  re la tion  to  th e  tru th , a n d  in  th e  e n d  h e  does n o t 
even  u n d e rs ta n d  the tru th  of the  n ick -nam e "S harkey" g iven  to h im  b y  h is  b an d  
of ru ffian s (LotR  V.8.994-95). H is  d esire  for p o w er is pe tty , d riven  by  resen tm en t
4 As Clyde S. Kilby points out, both C.S. Lewis and Dorothy L. Sayers remarked that "it is 
as difficult for the scientist as the poet to escape metaphoric concepts in  his thought" (268), 
echoing Frye's comments on Einstein. Even the most dedicated student of celestial 
mechanics is unlikely to say 'the earth rotated in such a w ay that a direct line of sight to 
the sun from a particular point on the planet's surface was blocked by the curvature of its 
horizon.'
5 See Head.
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an d  revenge alone in  the  e n d —"m isch ief [...] in  a sm all m ean  w ay" on ly  (LotR  
VI.6.984).
G ollum , too, exh ib its th is  confusion  in  n a m in g  th a t p laces h im  in  a 
p rob lem atic  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  dem otic  speech: in  ad d itio n  to  the  obv ious 
G ollum /Sm éagol d o u b lin g  of n am e  an d  personality , does h is ca tch -ph rase  "m y  
p rec ious" refer to  h im se lf o r th e  R ing? A s D oug las A. A n d erso n  explains, "In  
th e  first ed ition  of The Hobbit (1937), G o llum  u se d  the  p h ra se  'm y  p rec io u s ' to  
refer on ly  to  h im self. In  th e  second  ed ition  (1951), in  w h ich  G o llum 's  role w as 
sign ifican tly  a lte red  [...], th e  p h ra se  m ig h t be  tak en  to  refer to  th e  ring , as is 
o ften  th e  case in  The Lord o f the R ings"  (Tolkien, A nnotated Hobbit V.120n8). This 
am b ig u ity  m ak es sense a t a m etap h o ric  or m e tonym ic  level, u n d ersco rin g  how  
in te rtw in ed  G ollum  an d  th e  R ing  have  becom e over the  cen turies. B ut w h en  
G ollum  loses th e  R ing  to  Bilbo, it becom es en tire ly  separa te  from  h im , an d  h is 
su b seq u en t u se  of "m y  p rec ious" refers n ea rly  exclusively  to  th e  Ring, th e  " th in g  
evok ing  th e  w o rd ."  Yet calling  it h is  P recious nev er m akes it tru ly  his.
G o llum  is evil a t its m o s t trifling  level: h a rd ly  even  rea lly  evil, s im p ly  
scrabb ling  for su rv ival b y  an y  m ean s  w ith  no  concern  for m orality . C o nsum ed  
b y  his desire  for th e  R ing, he does n o t possess th e  ab ility  to  th in k  a t a m etonym ic  
level th a t w o u ld  a llow  h im  to even  conceive of u sin g  th e  R ing  to contro l o thers. 
T he Ring, w h ile  p rec ious to  h im  personally , is m ore  im p o rtan tly  a device he can 
u se  to  tu rn  h im se lf invisible, to  m ak e  him self uncon tro llab le  by  being  
u n w itn e ssed  an d  u n n am ed .
G ollum  is forced  in to  th e  dem otic, in to  a clear separa tion  of subject an d  
object, b y  h is  loss, b u t h e  longs to  re tu rn  to  the iden tifica tion  of h im se lf w ith  h is 
p rec ious R ing. T his is h o w  a ricorso m ig h t b e g in —w ith  a h u n g e r for the  re tu rn  
to  a u n ity  be tw een  object a n d  subject. At G o llu m 's  level, w ith  h is pow er, th is 
could  nev er re su lt in  m u ch  m ore  th a n  a re tu rn  to  h is fo rm er lifestyle, except 
p e rh a p s  w ith  th e  ad d itio n  of "fish  every  day , th ree  tim es a day, fresh  from  the 
sea" an d  triv ia l revenge on  Sam  (LotR  IV.2.633).
R i c o r s o  A v e r t e d : T h r e e  H o b b i t s  a n d  t h e  R i n g
A n in te restin g  characteristic  sh a red  b y  G ollum  a n d  S arum an  is th a t 
th ey  are  su rv ivo rs  of an  earlie r m etap h o ric  o r m etonym ic  age. W hen  w e tu rn  to 
th e  hobbits, how ever, w e find  a race th a t is na tiv e  to  the  dem otic  age, an d  ab o u t 
as so lid ly  g ro u n d e d  in  rea lity  as the ir h a iry  feet on  the  earth  can m ak e  them . 
A n d  y e t in  ou r th ree  hobb it heroes, Bilbo, F rodo, a n d  Sam, w e can see a y earn ing  
for an  age of p o e try  an d  m agic a n d  elves — a yea rn in g  for the  lan g u ag e  of the 
m etap h o ric  phase .
Bilbo m akes no  a ttem p t to  n am e  or rea lly  u n d e rs ta n d  the  R ing; the 
R ing  is firm ly  separa te  from  him . A s w ith  G ollum , he m ay  have a g rea t desire  
to  possess th e  R ing  an d  keep  it secret, b u t it is a device to  use  for h is ow n
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convenience; on  ad v en tu re s  in  h is  y o u n g er days, o r to  escape  u n w a n te d  guests 
on  h is  re tu rn  to  th e  Shire. T here is no  m e tap h o r or m e to n y m  or m e rg in g  of 
p e rso n  a n d  object in  B ilbo 's possession  of th e  R ing.
A s far as F rodo  an d  Sam, G andalf basically  n am es the  R ing  for them ; 
th e  w o rd  a n d  its re fe ren t are  so d isconnected  th a t th e  w iza rd  m u s t dev ise  tests 
to  see if th is  is in d eed  th e  R ing. H is  m e th o d  is th o ro u g h ly  dem otic: th o u g h  
research  in  th e  arch ives a t M inas T irith  a n d  experim en ta tion  w ith  th e  fire in  Bag 
E nd, th e  p ro p e r w o rd  can finally  be  u se d  to  refer to  th e  th in g  a t han d : T he R ing 
evokes its nam e. R ead in g  th e  R ing  spell a loud , in  th is phase, does n o th in g  b u t 
m ak e  th e  h ea re rs  uneasy ; w h ile  a sh ad o w  m a y  seem  to cross the  su n  an d  the 
elves stop  th e ir ea rs  in  R ivendell, th e  spell h a s  n o  fu rth e r p o w er (LotR  II.2.254). 
A n d  no  w o rd s  are  necessary  for Bilbo, F rodo, Sam , or G o llum  to activate the 
p o w ers  of th e  R ing; th e  p o w er is in  the  object, n o t in  th e  w o rd s. In  sp ite  of the 
u ses  b o th  F rodo  a n d  Sam  m ak e  of th e  R ing  w ith in  th e  confines of M ordor, w here  
it is a t its strongest, it rem ain s firm ly  separa te  from  th em  n ea rly  to  th e  en d  an d  
th ey  are  n o t tem p ted  to  m erg e  w ith  it.
I t is on  th e  slopes of M o u n t D oom  th a t th e  categories beg in  to slip. 
F rodo  reveals th a t " th e re  is no  veil be tw een  m e a n d  th e  w heel of fire," u s in g  a 
m etap h o rica l ph rase ; the  R ing n o w  ap p ears  even  before  h is  "w ak in g  eyes" (LotR  
VI.3.938), becom ing  m ore  a n d  m ore  a p a r t of h im  a n d  h e  m ore  a n d  m ore  a p a rt 
of it. W h en  Sam  a n d  F rodo  are  a ttacked  b y  G ollum , th ere  is a suggestion  of 
am b ig u ity  in  w ho  exactly  o rd e rs  th e  crea tu re  "D ow n, dow n! [...] D ow n, you  
creep ing  th ing , a n d  o u t of m y  path !"  —th e  voice, to  Sam , seem s to com e o u t of 
th e  "w h ee l of fire" po sitio n ed  in  fro n t of h is  v ision  of F rodo, a n d  th e  w o rd s 
w o u ld  be eq ua lly  ap p ro p ria te  com ing  from  F ro d o  or th e  R ing, o r som e m erg er 
of b o th  (VI.3.943-4). C om pare  th is to  th e  scene w h ere  Sm éagol is in itia lly  tam ed; 
in  S am 's v ision  then , w h ile  F rodo  m a y  seem  eq u a lly  " ta ll an d  stern ," th ere  is no  
w heel of fire an d  it is clearly  a n d  o n ly  F rodo  speak ing , d irec ting  G ollum  to 
sw ear b y  th e  P recious, a th in g  separa te  from  b o th  of th e m  (IV.1.618).
A t th e  C racks of D oom , w h en  F rodo  m akes h is  decision  to  claim  the 
R ing  for h is  ow n, h e  p u ts  it o n  h is  finger, physica lly  e ras in g  th e  separa tion  of 
subject an d  object. "T he R ing  is m ine!" (LotR  VI.3.945) h e  declares, recasting  the 
d o u b tfu l w o rd s  h e  spoke a t R iv en d e ll—"I w ill take  th e  R ing, th o u g h  I do  n o t 
k n o w  th e  w ay" (II.2.270)—into  a fo rm  of p rophecy . B ut is h e  n o t as m u ch  the 
R ing 's?  T here is an echo h ere  of M elko r's  act n a m in g  Ea u n to  h im se lf and  
d issem in a tin g  h is  p o w er in to  m atte r; sim ilarly , F rodo  a n d  th e  R ing  are  m erg in g  
in to  one th ing .
G ollum  severs the  connection, re tu rn in g  F rodo  a b ru p tly  to  the 
in d iv id u a l an d  th e  real, a w o u n d e d  h o b b it n ea rly  destro y ed  b y  the  b reak in g  of 
h is  connection  w ith  th e  R ing, "fallen  u p o n  h is  knees a t th e  chasm 's  edge" (LotR 
VI.3.946). F rodo  h a s  re tu rn e d  finally  to  a dem otic, c learly  d em arca ted
Mythlore 35.2, Spring/Summer 2017 91
Janet Brennan Croft
re la tio n sh ip  w ith  the  object. "P recious, p recious, p recious!" G o llum  cries o u t — 
b u t does h e  m ean  h im se lf o r th e  R ing  as he  to p p les  in to  th e  fire (946), reu n ited  
b o th  physica lly  an d  m etaphorica lly?
W ithou t th e  R ing, F rodo  is "h im se lf again ," h is  b u rd e n  gone (LotR  
VI.3.947), an d  Sam , th e  m o s t hobb itish  of hobbits, in  firm  practica lity  leads h im  
from  the  conflag ra tion  an d  sighs over th e  im ag in a ry  fu tu re  te lling  of th e ir tale, 
in  w h ich  "N ine-fingered  F rodo" is as c learly  separa te  from  " th e  R ing  of D oom " 
as "B eren O n e -h an d "  is from  " th e  G rea t Jew el" (VI.4.950)—th ey  are  objects in  
ad v en tu res , n o t m e tap h o rs . Sam , w h ile  app rec ia tin g  th e  m e ta p h o rs  of th e  g rea t 
tales, rem ains dem otic, a n d  these  h e ro es ' losses of th e ir b o d ily  in teg rity , of 
finger a n d  h a n d  a n d  th e ir associated  p o w ers  of m ak in g  an d  do ing , to 
m e tap h o rica lly  pow erfu l objects m e a n s  n o th in g  sym bolic to  h im . F rodo, 
w ith o u t th e  R in g 's  p o w er to  m ak e  a ricorso so p o ten tia lly  dangerous, sails in to  
th e  m e ta p h o r of th e  W est w ith  Bilbo.
C o n c l u s i o n
B ut is th is  the  end? It m a y  be  th e  e n d  of th e  R ing  as a m e ta p h o r an d  
object bo th , b u t M o rg o th 's  essence still m ak es all m a tte r ap t to  evil, sta ined , and  
co rrup ted . F rye p o in ts  o u t th a t
[I]t is the prim ary  function of literature, m ore particularly  of poetry, to 
keep re-creating the first or m etaphorical phase of language during  the 
dom ination of the later phases, to keep presenting  it to u s as a m ode of 
language tha t w e m ust never be allowed to underestim ate, m uch less lose 
sight of. (GC 23)
M etap h o r can be  d an g ero u s  in  th is w ay, a vast p o w er for go o d  or evil; yet, as 
B arfield  m ak es clear in  Poetic Diction, " it is in  a n d  b y  w o rd s  th a t w e feel an d  
express a sense of separa tion  an d  [...] it w ill be  th ro u g h  th e  creative p o w er of 
w o rd s  th a t w e can re tu rn "  (Flieger, Splintered 47). The "M orgo th  in g red ien t"  th a t 
m ak es all of A rd a  M o rg o th 's  R ing, then , is a d an g er ever p re sen t in  language  
itself an d  th e  tem p ta tio n  of an  u n w a ry  ricorso to the  m agical, m etap h o ric  s ta g e — 
balanced , how ever, in  The Lord o f the Rings by  th e  ab ility  of th e  H obb its  to  yearn  
for an d  love th e  m e tap h o ric  level of lan g u ag e  w hile  keep in g  th e ir dem otic  feet 
firm ly  on  th e  g round .
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